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The Mockingbird 






"We're driving into the sunset. How's 
that for a happy ending?" The palm of Michael 's 
hand rested languidly against the knob of the 
gearshift, and he squinted against the flood of 
crimson light bleeding into every possible corner 
of his '87 Chevy Nova. The sunlight reflected 
off of the protruding telephone poles on either 
side of the highway like rows of warning lights 
lining an airstrip, welcoming its winged travelers 
home. Scott was curled up in the passenger 
seat, his over-sized hockey jersey summoning 
the deepest infrared wavelengths from the 
sunset's entourage. He didn't say anything. He 
might have been sleeping. Michael couldn't say 
for sure - he refused to take his eyes off of the 
road. It had been a rhetorical question . No 
response was sometimes a good thing. 
There was slight distance between his 
car and the train. Michael noticed that. Michael 
noticed that the mountains were more or less 
foothills here, not like the towering , majestic 
overhangs of the West , with its rock-lined 
avenues and its evergreen forests lined with 
pine-scented carpets yielding quietly to the tap 
of a foot, to the press of a body. Michael shifted 
uneasily and withdrew further into his ratted 
pullover, a snail hiding his horns, the sleeves 
cupped over his hands in the semblance of 
gloves. "The heat'II kick on any minute now," he 
had promised Scott when he discovered him at 
the side of the road in Tully, New York, like an 
unexpected find in a scavenger hunt. That had 
been over an hour ago, and the dust-brown 
interior still emanated all the frigidity of an 
icebox. 
Michael's scalp was still itchy where the 
hair had grown back after his short 
experimentation with baldness. Anything to get 
away from cute, from children's television, from 
talking inanimate objects and insanely loud 
rugby shirts. He wouldn't wear blue for over a 
year after finishing the show, and began to 
scratch absently at his left shoulder where a 
2nd Place Painting "Stairway to a Sense of Place" Neli Ouzounova 
dark, cerulean shade concealed the tight-lipped 
unsmile of a tattoo. He listened to Scott's breathing 
intently, pretending to listen to the hushed drone of 
the radio instead. The monotone narration spit out 
scientific terminologies between loud crackles of 
static , interference from radio towers and 18-
wheelers, trying to find a shortcut. Michael stifled a 
cough. 
It was enough. The rhythm was broken, the 
snoring stalled. Scott stretched for a moment, his 
fingers clawing towards the dashboard like an 
indecisive kitten , and made a soft, whimpering 
sound, rubbing at his eyes in an annoyed gesture. 
"Ughn. Bright light! Bright light!" 
"Does this mean I'm not supposed to feed 
you after midnight?" 
Scott's laugh got lost somewhere in the 
journey from his trachea to his lips. He twisted his 
torso to the left until his back popped. Michael 
winced. 
"How long was I out?" 
"Almost an hour." 
Scott nodded, and attacked his eyes again 
with balled fists. Michael stole a glance at him, his 
mussed brown hair, each dark lock subscribing to 
its own definition of gravity. Those intense blue orbs 
that betrayed his age before the laugh lines did. 
"This evening on Nature Sounds," droned a 
public radio commentator, "we will journey into the 
wild terrain of South Africa to take a look at the 
elaborate strata of its species of insects." 
Scott stared at Michael, and blinked . "You're 
not serious." 
Michael shrugged. "It's educational." 
It was hard to believe, Michael thought. Scott 
Terrence, here, in his car. That fucking band, five 
years ago, the one he had hated, and now. Two men, 
caught in the act, paralyzed by a past too big for 
both of them. The road , at least. They had the road, 
and it could lead them anywhere. It made promises. 
It could change their names for them, erase their 
very existences. The world had already turned and 
forgotten them, replaced their novelty stickers with 
new faces. 
"The South African tapping beetle ," the radio 
cracked, "devotes its entire life to following vibrations, 
hoping to find others of its kind . This beetle is so 
rare that many of them live entire lifetimes without 
finding another of their species." 
Michael 's eyes steered the road with a sort 
of detached precision . Moments passed between 
them, though they might as well have been hours, 
or lifetimes. 
"How old are you anyway, Michael?" 
"Thirty. " 
"I'm twenty-seven ." 
"Fucked up, isn't it?" 
The first night, they stopped at a liquor store 
right outside Killawog, New York, purchased a couple 
of cases of Mike's Hard Lemonade, snuck into a Little 
League baseball field , and dangled among the 
bleachers like shadows or sports nymphs. 
"So, uh. Michael," Scott fumbled through his 
thick and puffy lips for words, his tongue an envelope 
of cotton. "What's your sign , man?" 
"Huh?" 
"Y'know. Sun sign . Astrological thing ." 
"Oh ." Michael was silent for a moment, 
working calculations inside his head. He ran his finger 
along the bottle he was nursing , sending a high-
pitched tone into the dead air between them. "Libra, 
I think. Why? You gonna predict my future? Tell me 
I'll be rich and famous ." A dry, bitter laugh escaped 
from his throat. 
Scott took another swig of his lemonade. 
"Libra. Libra's a good sign. Air sign . Creative, artsy 
people. Spend a lot of time in your head. You play 
music?" 
Michael 's eyes flashed some beacon of a 
hidden wound. "Yeah, a little. Never could really get 
off the ground with it. " 
Scott shrugged , and clapped a heavy, 
drunken hand against Michael's shoulder. "Hey, man. 
Don't worry about it. It's all manufactured anyway. 
Plastic. None of it's real. " 
"Yeah ," mumbled Michael , his short tousled 
brown hair bobbing up and down in a clumsy, 
affirmative gesture. His eyes focused on a blurry 
landing light flashing on and off in a crimson pulse 
at the horizon. They shuffled their feet , and tried to 
maintain their balance . Michael coughed , and 
suddenly wished he had a cigarette - it would give 
him something to do with his hands. He began 
peeling at the label of his bottle. "Do you ever miss 
it?" 
"Miss what?" 
"The band. The fame. Throngs of teenage 
girls chasing your bus around or ... Whatever. That. " 
Scott considered , and furrowed the brows 
over his murky blue irises woven into a framework 
of laugh-lines and cheekbones. "Sometimes," he 
slurred. "I don't ... I'm happy that I can walk into a 
convenience store now without getting my clothes 
ripped off, or whatever. But." He tapped his fingertips, 
at various intervals, against the metallic frame of the 
bleachers beneath them. It was almost like Morse 
code, and for a minute, within that cumulus collective 
of drunken logic, Michael thought he understood the 
message. 
"I don't know," continued Scott. "It's good to 
be loved, y'know?" 
"I wouldn't know," Michael smirked . "No one 
ever recognized me without the shirt. " He leaned his 
head back against the steel seats, and let the stars 
swallow him whole. 
In the morning they were greeted with frost 
on their windshield and hangovers the gravity of cliffs. 
They poured themselves into a gritty diner and 
ordered sugar with their coffee and eggs prepared 
o l 
in every method imaginable. Michael fingered 
through a local newspaper, but the letters were fused 
together in an indiscernible muck, and he eventually 
surrendered it to Scott who peeled away the comic 
strips and spontaneously giggled out loud at any 
particular one that caught his attention. Scott bought • 
a small compass in a general store with adhesive • 
on one side and stuck it fast to Michael 's dashboard. • • 
Michael cocked an eyebrow. 
"Don't sweat it, man," Scott grinned, shadows 
slanting from the morning sun across the slight 
purplish bruises of his eyes. "That just increased the 
value of this piece-of-shit you 're driving." 
Michael laughed. "Hey, fuck off, man." But 
there was no real hostility in those words, nothing 
more threatening than affection . After all , he was 
quite a collector of oddities. Scott could have spent 
entire afternoons sorting through all of the junk in 
his car, and did , often , which made Michael a little 
nervous at times, but he let him anyway. There was 
the locket his ex-girlfriend gave him that had once 
dangled from his rearview mirror before he tore it 
mercilessly down. There was a used and ratted 
paperback copy of Beckett's Waiting for Godot, and 
a copy of Cervantes' Don Quixote in the original 
Spanish that Michael had never learned to read . 
There were a couple of pairs of shoes - Doc Martins 
with scuffed up heels, white Adidas running shoes 
with blue stripes flaring from one side to the other, 
flip-flops with sand still stuck to the sole. 
"Hey, where you from , man?" 
Michael made a basic, unified gesture , 
assuming the landscape could speak for itself. "Not 
too far from here," he added in translation , giving 
Scott the vague impression that he was really 
speaking in subtitles. "In Boyertown." 
"Right, right. " Scott paused for a minute, 
digging out some of the sand stuck in the crevices 
with a fingernail. "You like the beach, huh?" 
"Sure," Michael shrugged, loosening huge, 
invisible weights from his shoulders. "Doesn 't 
everyone?" 
3rd Place Combined Media "Jackass" Franc1 Doyle 
There were CDs - the Flam ing Lips , 
Radiohead, Hum, the Crash Test Dummies-all totally 
useless, as the car sported no CD player. There were 
cassettes, most of them unlabeled mix tapes, which 
Scott would finger through and stick into the stereo 
from time to time. Some of the music he was familiar 
with, but most of it was alien, from another time, from 
ten years ago, as if all of the history which led from 
that point to this was, in the end , nothing but 
meaningless filler. 
From that detached, unspecified void from 
beneath the grate of second-hand speakers, the 
common noise of a clearing throat suddenly became 
a percussion instrument. An acoustic piece, a slide-
whistle, the sound of a hand gently slapping the side 
of a guitar. A rugged, whispering voice pretending to 
be bigger than it actually was. Michael shrunk into 
his sweater, and glanced towards Scott in a nervous 
twitch. 
"This song's got a beat," Scott grinned, his 
head cocked to one side, his eyes focused on the 
dim glow between the two radio knobs. "I like it." 
"Hey." A flicker of long-discarded hope ignited 
somewhere in the void behind Michael's cornea. 
"Thanks." 
"You mean ... this. This is you?" 
Michael grinned. 
"Get out of here!" Scott laughed, and let a 
noise escape that sounded a little too much like a 
squeal. "This totally rocks, man. Something about 
that slide-whistle just hooks me in and reels me up." 
Michael cocked a suspicious eyebrow. Scott was 
silent, listening intently until the song finished. "I'm 
surprised you never went anywhere with this." 
"Yeah. Well." Michael cleared his throat, as 
the expression of pride dripped off of his face and 
buried itself in his five o'clock shadow. "Maybe I just 
didn't have enough motivation." 
Scott shrugged, and tugged at a shoelace. 
From the floorboard, he excavated an old postcard 
of New York City, with two twin towers flashing 
unyieldingly against the sky. Michael stole a glance, 
and recognized the recovered artifact instantly. 
"I ate in that restaurant once," Michael stated 
flatly. 
"Yeah. Me too." 
The world had been full of heroes, then, for 
just a short while. Then, just as suddenly, the world 
was full of victims. Michael just wanted to escape. 
He tapped the accelerator harder. 
Scott reached in the back and shuffled 
through his bag, eventually uncovering a small , red 
yo-yo. He passed it from hand to hand aimlessly, 
occasionally looping the string around his fingers. 
He studied it, wearing a pensive look that seemed 
to Michael perfectly chiseled for that specific moment 
in time, as if every line his face had earned and every 
shadow highlighting his cheekbones had rehearsed 
for a thousand nights this one expression, this perfect 
moment of facial choreography. 
"Can you do any tricks with that?" 
Scott looked up for a moment, and then 
shrugged. "Nah. Not really. I read a book, once, but 
it just never really worked for me." He extended a 
hand in front of him, his palm facing the floorboard, 
his fingers spread out between four definite angles 
like peacock feathers. "I think my thumbs are too 
big." 
The corner of Michael's mouth twitched 
upward, and he found himself studying his own 
thumbs against his will. They were clumsy, and 
calloused, the nails discolored and chewed past the 
cuticles. 
"Your thumbs are fine," he said, as he tapped 
his own against the steering wheel. "There's just a 
trick to it." He looked at Scott, and smiled. "I'll show 
you." 
The radiator gave out somewhere across the 
border of Virginia, a flurry of water and mist in brilliant 
explosion, like a supernova. Scott managed to rig it 
enough to enable a crawl at the pace of a cartoon 
snail into one of the dozens of local automotive 
0 
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shops. Michael checked into a motel, getting a single 
and saving money. He leaned against the headboard, 
his arms thrown around a pillow, his chin resting 
against his knee. The news flickered statistics about 
the war, a body count, explosions inland possibly 
related to terrorist activity. Everything the same -
repetitive, horrific. In the beginning, Michael had 
envisioned eventually becoming numb to such media 
onslaught, that another hundred or thousand of 
people would no longer matter so much. It didn't 
happen - there was something fundamentally human 
gnawing at the pit of Michael's stomach. It was the 
same basic instinct forcing him to survive, slowly 
pushing forward across every reluctant mile. It was 
the same basic instinct that broke out into a sweat 
listening to Scott in the shower and the thin wall 
between them. 
"It's all yours, man," Scott grinned, tossing a 
dry towel to Michael. His mussed hair stuck wet to 
his temples, beads of water trickling down his neck, 
tracing his bare chest. Michael swallowed hard and 
tried not to look up. 
'Thanks," he said, but the crack of his voice 
deceived him. 
"Hey." Scott sat down on the bed beside him, 
peering up into his face as if trying to extricate a 
clue from his expression. The smell of cheap 
shampoo and hotel soap was overpowering. "You 
okay?" 
"Yeah." Michael cleared his throat, ran a hand 
through his unwashed hair. "Just .. . well. I think I just 
need a shower." He reached out absently in front of 
him for a moment, and then paused, clapping his 
bare hand in a dull thud against his corduroy pants. 
He clutched the towel with his other fist, and stumbled 
towards the general vicinity of the bathroom, as if it 
offered some form of sanctuary. 
Scott lit a candle, grinned, unfastened the 
first button of his jeans, and nestled himself among 
the pillows. He tugged absentmindedly at the Leo 
pendant about his throat. A vague scent of sulfur 
and lilac filled the room. He turned off the telev1s1on. 
He tapped his fingers lightly against the side-table, 
and waited. 
They slept late into the afternoon. They woke 
up drenched in each other's scent, a blending of 
identities for one small , soft moment. They emerged 
in muffled, incoherent voices, poking fun at each 
other's hair, pouring themselves into sweatshirts and 
corduroy. They giggled fanatically like children with 
flushed cheeks and throats stung by nests of hornets. 
They made a meal out of Ramen noodles and water, 
like refugees. They doodled games of MASH on the 
back of hotel napkins, using the ancient teen idols 
of old for characters. They charged their automobile 
repairs on a credit card they would never pay for, 
and left the hotel with the bed unmade. 
By the end of the day, they were driving 
unashamed through the heart of Virginia. They were 
not afraid, for one small moment in a world where 
fear had become too common a denominator. For a 
brief moment, they could imagine what America was, 
in those frontier times with the world moving West 
before towers were even erected only to come 
crashing down again. It was freedom, pure and 
unrefined - or, at least, the illusion of freedom, which, 
arguably, might be all that America ever really had. 
They were drunk on that illusion_, the_ air between 
them stinging with stories of their childhood choir 
practices and high school drama club shows. There 
was a loose, unhinged sort of laughter - banging fists 
against the dashboard, slapping thighs, tears leaking 
out due to the intensity. Giggles choked back and 
sucked in, sometimes making a mad dash for the 
nasal passages, resulting in an embellished snort. 
There was honesty in their laughter, and surrender, 
and the sort of trust that pirates and firemen forge, 
forced to battle the elements together. 
Scott began scribbling notes on a stray sheet 
of paper recovered from the holocaust of Michael's 
back seat, keeping a tally of other happy, light-
hearted passengers in the cars on the highway 
around them. 
"Like that song," he explained. "The shiny 
happy people one. My mother and I, we traveled a 
lot - we'd make up songs, invent games, trying to 
pass the time and keep the rest of the kids busy." 
He studied the Alabama license plates in front of 
them, and made another note. "We started watching 
other cars, other people, to see if anyone else was 
having as much fun as we were. It was kinda sad, 
y'know - because not many people were." 
"I can dig that," Michael nodded, his arm 
draped across the steering wheel, relaxed - his hand 
only steady enough to smooth the car's treacherous 
alignment. He fished in the side-pocket for a carton 
of candy cigarettes, and offered one of the thin, 
powdery sticks to Scott, who hungrily accepted. 
"I need a light, though," he explained. 
"This could become a habit," Michael joined 
in, with his best Frank Oz voice. They might as well 
have been Kermit and Fozzy, in their aimless drive 
across the United States. 
"Movin' right along we found a life on the 
highway, and your way is my way. " 
"So trust my navigation." 
Scott rolled the window down, even though 
the wind was icy and their teeth started chattering 
before the song had finished. Michael didn't 
complain. 
"What did you want to be when you were 
little, Scott?" 
"A carpenter." 
Michael's jaw went slack, and he held Scott 
"Here," Michael grinned , his cigarette with a steady gaze. 
dangling precariously from his lip. "Shotgun." 
"You're kidding." 
They laughed as the ends of their candy-
sticks touched, and the wheels of the Nova clipped Scott shook his head. "I wanted to build 
the shoulder. Michael scrambled to steady the wheel. things. Make stuff happen." 
"See, you need to stay over there ," he 
laughed. "You're just too damn distracting." 
"It's in the job description," Scott stated, as 
he fished out Don Quixote and opened the book to a 
random page. "Muy peligrosas," he read. "What's 
that? Many pelicans?" 
"Very dangerous," Michael translated, "which 
is, I should add, exactly what you're making my 
driving right now." 
"Whatever," Scott retorted , poking at 
Michael's rib and making him squirm. "Your driving's 
always dangerous." 
There was a pause. Michael made a move 
to turn up the stereo, as the clanging piano of a 
familiar childhood song made them both smile. 
"Movin ' right along in search of good times 
and good news," Scott began, in an almost-perfect 
impression of Jim Henson. "With good friends you 
can't lose. " 
Michael nodded. "I dig. I wanted to be an 
architect." 
"Oh , man! " Scott laughed, and started 
drumming the dashboard with his palms. "That so 
rocks! We're going to have to go into business 
together, when all this is over." 
When all this is over. Michael mulled the 
phrase around in his head, as if he were an oyster 
trying to give a grain of sand a pearlescent coat. He 
didn't say anything. 
"Oh, oh, oh!" Scott jumped suddenly, and 
thrust his arm out in front of Michael, pointing at a 
billboard. Michael swerved into the incoming lane, 
and was met with a flourish of honks and obscene 
gestures. He threw Scott a dark look. "There's a 
natural bridge on this road!" 
"They've been advertising it for miles 
already. Where've you been?" 
"Sleeping. Hey, it's only seven miles away!" 
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"Holy hell," Michael cried incredulously. 
"They have a Natural Bridge Zoo?!" 
"Look!" Scott pointed. "It's a wax museum!" 
"Enchanted Castle," Michael read the sign 
slowly, letting the words roll off of his tongue. 
"Oh, wow - Superman!" Scott grinned. 
"Is that a flying hippopotamus," Michael 
asked, squinting, "or have I simply been awake too 
long?" 
Michael blinked. "Was that it?" 
"Surely not." Scott glanced over his shoulder. 
"Just keep driving." 
"I don't see any more signs, Scott. I think 
that was it." 
Scott craned his neck around , and the 
"natural bridge" billboard slowly collapsed on itself 
and became a small dot on the road behind them. 
Michael started laughing. 
"My god!" he croaked. "That was it! Okay, 
wait. We have to turn around and drive back over it, 
just to make sure." He pulled the little Nova into the 
closest driveway and headed back towards the dim 
light of tourist attractions picking up momentum as 
the sun faded away to the west. Michael slowed 
down to a snail's pace after passing the sign loudly 
proclaiming the natural bridge to be a unmatched 
wonder, and they inspected the tall planks of wood 
that built high walls along either side of the guardrails. 
Scott pressed his lips together firmly, but eventually 
exploded in laughter as Michael crossed the bridge 
a third time. 
"Well, so much for visiting national landmarks 
in the dark," Michael said, and tentatively placed a 
hand on Scott's shoulder. "I'm sure it's much more 
impressive if you pay the fee and walk under it." 
Scott nodded, and lightly brushed Michael's 
hand with the fingertips of his own. "We'll come 
back." 
The highway opened its mouth before 
Michael. It was speed. The dark, permafrost concrete 
beneath his wheels wove in and out beneath and 
above the interstate as the routes paralleled each • 
other. Scott was sleeping again, his breathing coming 
in waves, sometimes stringing snores along with the• 
tides, at other times a simple, soft rustle just beneath • 
the surface. Michael si lenced the radio, and he 
smiled. The inside of his car had begun to smell like 
Scott. 
It's beautiful, isn't it? he thought. Here. You. 
• 
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This. He could no longer think in complete sentences. 
The moment had grown beyond them, like the 
double-yellow line of the highway stretching towards 
infinity, a variable forever approaching the absolute 
limit of zero without ever really touching it. It was 
something at the horizon, something just beyond his 
reach, something he continued to drive towards. He 
thought of a story he had read as a child , with Jack 
the Hare running as fast as he could across a path 
of golden light on the ocean, just so he could deliver 
a gift to the sun. The moon settled itself in a persistent 
lunar wink within the boundaries of his rearview 
mirror. The railroad tracks to his left were intermittent, 
and he began thinking about the trail , about the 
hundreds of thousands of pilgrims who made their 
way across these very mountains. What were they 
searching for? With their log cabins and their Middle 
English brogue, their patchwork and their untold 
secrets of distilling this very moonlight. It was a 
legacy, and Michael couldn't help to think there must 
be some sort of magic in it. It was easy to believe, 
suddenly, in absolutely everything. 
The highway split, suddenly, down the middle 
- to the East and to the West - though both branches 
seemed to head in the same general direction. 
Michael tossed a quarter, called heads, and stuck 
with the eastern route. There were old buildings, city 
lights, sidewalks decorated for the impending holiday 
season. The border between Virginia and Tennessee 
was murky and uncertain. There was a hotel, and a 
restaurant with a neon sign flickering "All ison 's 
• 
Restaurant." Michael pulled into a nearby gas station 
to fuel up. 
At the pay phone, Michael dug the yo-yo out 
of Scott's bag. 
"Have you ever been in love, Michael?" Scott 
asked, fingering quarters and nickels in his palm. 
"I ... I don't know." Michael twirled the yo-yo 
around his head , and then palmed it again. 
"Sometimes I think I'm too much of a magician to fall 
in love." 
Scott dug through the back seat for loose 
change, but paused long enough to toss a confused 
look in Michael's general direction. 
"So much of love is done with smoke and 
mirrors, sleight-of-hand, tricks of the eye." Michael 
spun the yo-yo out diagonally as it barely touched 
the ground and started slowly creeping back towards 
him. "Illusions. I tend to see through them, and it 
ruins the magic." 
Scott nodded, fed quarters into the machine 
-two, three, four-and swallowed hard. 
"Hello .... Yeah. Hi. It's Scott. I'm all right. 
Everything's fine." 
Michael dropped the yo-yo. In a sudden 
flourish, the yo-yo sl id out of his grasp, hit the 
pavement with a loud thud, and slowly rolled away 
from the car, past Scott's feet. Scott grinned, and 
his eyes rested on Michael's awkward silhouette. 
"Everything's just fine." 
Devon Koren Asdell 
Trust me, he says 
Taking me by my upturned wrists and 
Pulling me to the edge 
Below 
Pale girls scissor kick their way to the shallows 
I see the slender white legs churning 
Through the hazy depths--
--So 
Like the silver flash of minnow bellies--
--Slicing through the murky emerald 
That fades to ebony mystery 
Daylights ebbs 
Weak sunlight filters through the 
Leafy ceiling 
Jump! Jump! Their mouths twin black Os 
Sisters standing waist-deep, bodies shining 
Water flowing loosely down their curved backs 
Dark hair weighted, hanging heavily. 
Jump! Two perfect yawns in unison 
The water nymphs sprout feet and stride to shore, hip by hip 
Their hair crawls like Medusa's writhing serpents 
In the cool mountain breeze 
--No longer aquatic faeries 
Their goosebumped flesh, their black eyes 
--If I jump--
Trust me, he says again--
Do I leap?--
-lf I fall! 
Watch, he says 
And over he rolls through the air 
With frightful glee 
Into the cascade of foam 
I see the outlines of monoliths, 
Wrapped in green blankets of algae, 
Hovering in the misty split-pea soup 
Like shipwrecks from the Ice Age 
I wait for these submerged cliffs 
To leap up 
And break his body 
But he returns, dripping 
Now, he says firmly 
My Appalachian-bare feet twist on chilled granite 
His cold hand clamped on mine, fingers interlocked 
I've had too much time to th ink 
Which is why I cannot think at all 
When my feet push my body 
Into flight; one last hard scrape of rock upon toe 
Above the nymphs and their icy, unfathomed lagoon. 
And while I'm busy Not Thinking 
There is an eternity of seconds 
Where we cling to nothing- and I take no notice of 
The death grip of our hands 
Only the sweetness of breath, the 
Tumbling in slow motion, a grainy black and 
White film 
That is beauty, and stillness. 
Inevitably, there is the small death of another moment--
Our plunge, into the hypothermic womb of water 
Where there is more Not Thinking, but rather, Doing: 
Arms and legs flailing , fighting to the surface 
The gasp of breath, the whoops of joy and shock 
Making a dotted line for solidarity, four feet stumbling 
upon sharp rocks 
Blood flows, and goes unnoticed. 
We stagger to shore 
Where I am careful to step around the broken beer bottle 
Grinning wildly through chattering teeth and 
Wretched, dripping hair 
Unaware that I leave bloody footprints behind me 
Until later, when rust spots the carpet of my car 
And the accelerator is slick with my own 
Exhilaration. 
Megan Jewell Kerns 
Honorable Mention Computer Art "Just 2" Jessica Heschong 
I drove out of fear-out of fear and into more fear. 
He got mad at me because we were poor and I sometimes 
got lunch at McDonald's. I guess I was supposed to be happy 
eating peanut butter or cheese sandwiches twice a day and 
shyly thanking his grandma for feeding us dinner every night. 
It was my money and I spent it on cheap yet filling and satis-
fying fast food. What was mine was mine and what was his 
was ours, but what he had was nothing but hate and anger, 
which was something I didn't want. His soul was twisted. 
One night he sent me to his grandma's to ask for money to 
pay a guy who had helped him work on our little trailer. I was 
so embarrassed. I sat in my car trying to muster up the guts 
to knock on the door of an old woman in the middle of the 
night. I felt so stupid. It was so stupid of me to think that he 
was so damn wonderful, that he would take care of me. He 
just made me afraid of him, something I didn't want to be. 
How do you love someone out of fear and in fear? I never 
want to be that afraid again. 
I kept on driving hoping that the road would change, but I 
just kept on driving into darkness. 
I try to follow the lines of the road. My head hurts from crying 
too much. He wasn't worth it. No one is worth all that pain 
and humiliation. He made me hate him and myself. There 
was no reconciling. He would apologize but go on to make 
even greater mistakes. He never learned: You cannot catch 
an angel by clipping her wings; you only make her fall and 
hurt herself. 
He would tell me to talk more. He would tell me I wear my 
feelings on my sleeve, as if it was a bad thing. Maybe in his 
presence it was. I got no sympathy from him. He told me to 
never cry, so when I left him I cried like I was free from some 
cruel prison of love. I've seen him cry, and when he did, I felt 
nothing ... . 
He would tweak my private parts in the company of others. 
He thought it was funny. When I told him to stop he got mad 
at me and said he was only playing. He called me a cold-
hearted bitch. No wonder I never wanted him to touch me ... 
Touching him was like touching a condemned man, like kiss-
ing the devil and having your tongue pushed back down your 
throat. He was a rock, rough and hard. But rocks don't 
bleed .... The road closes in on me. Somewhere out there is 
hope and perhaps another dream. But dreams die so slowly 
on the concrete, flailing and limping towards the di-
vider. The veins of my heart explode crossing over 
every state line .. .. 
One night I dreamt that he was kissing me so hard that 
he was suffocating me and no matter how much I 
pushed away he wouldn't let go, he wouldn't stop kill-
ing me with his kiss. Then I dreamt I woke up and 
asked him if I was awake and he said yeah. Then I 
woke up for real and knew that the dream was real. 
One day we were working on our little trailer and we 
had an argument. He put a hammer in my hand and 
told me if I hated him so much why don't I just hit him 
with it. He bent over, eyes to the floor, so I could hit 
him on the head. I held the hammer, raised it, actually 
thought about really doing it, but I didn't think I could 
get all my stuff in my car and take off before the cops 
got there. But I wanted to do it. Now that I think about 
it, if I had hit him with that hammer he probably would 
have killed me when he got back on his feet. So I'm 
glad I didn't hit him, but I still wish his brains were 
mushed in. Perhaps it's better he live out his life with 
all his hate eating him up inside like a virus that's only 
cure is forgiveness ... 
I drove till it hurt my eyes to see, till I was broken and 
my bones threatened to break from the weight on my 
shoulders. I drove till I didn't care what tomorrow would 
bring, just as long as I had a warm bed to sleep in that 
night. I drove through days that had no name and 
through towns that were trees and asphalt. 
The only constant in my life, the only thing that never 
changed and always remained was the double yellow 
line in the middle of the road. I followed that line through 
East Coast winter snow, through hills and bayous, 
through sunshine desert wasteland, up mountains and 
over the crest of forever. I followed that line straight 
into the Canyon of Loneliness and turned back around 
on myself and followed it back to where I thought I was 
safe. Then I followed that line around the curves of my 
soul, through the blood of my heart and I followed that 
line back home .... 
Amy Chartier 
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Dust swelled as Hazel crowded into the grav-
eled parking lot. She eased her car into the tight space, 
holding the brake to avoid hitting the Baxters as they 
strolled towards the sidewalk. Mrs. Elder Baxter 
brought her handkerchief to her nose. 
Hazel wrenched open the back door and se-
cured the cardboard box, the Mason jars hitting one 
another as she removed the Tupperware from the side. 
The bus pulled up to the curb. Kids rushed out onto 
the lawn. 
"Ms. Prince, look what I got." The boy held out 
his Spiderman pencil box. 
"Did your mama get it for you?" 
"Uh huh. For my birthday last Saturday." He 
placed it on her car and popped open the lid. Multi-
colored pencils filled the plastic box. 
"Those are great, Jimmy. If you come next Sun-
day, I'll bring you some pens for your box. Okay?" 
"Yeah," he smiled and gathered up his box and 
jacket. "Bye." He ran across the gravel and jumped 
onto the sidewalk. 
"Bye." Hazel turned, shutting the car door with 
her hip. She watched Grace Blevins step off the bus. 
"How are you, honey?" Grace waved as she 
let the little girls help her step down from the rubber 
running board. Her purse dangled from her thin arm. 
"I'm just fine, Ms. Grace. We've missed you. 
You feeling better?" Hazel took Grace's hand, walking 
slowly with her across the sidewalk. 
"Yeah, honey. I had this old gripe, you know. 
ain't as spry as I used to be and that don't help." 
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"Well, I brought you something that'll put 
the spring back in your step. Look-a-here." She 
opened the door, tapping the brass lids. "I brought 
you some homemade soups, I just canned them 
last week. Let's see. We've got tomato, veg-
etable, and celery. And for dessert, my personal 
favorite, chocolate chip cookies." 
"All that for me? I'll never worry it all 
down," she chuckled, looking at the rows of jars 
in the box, "that's enough to feed an army." 
"Well, I tell you what. How 'bout if I get 
Pastor Tate to help you eat it up? You know how 
he likes them sweets. You could put on a little 
music ... " 
"Pshaw," she smiled and turned her head, 
"you're pulling my leg." 
"Why Ms. Grace, you know he's had his 
eye on you. Who does he sit with ever home-
coming? I tell you, it's a match." They neared 
the entrance. "Look-a-here, there's your beau 
now." Pastor Tate stood to the right of the double 
doors, talking to a well-dressed man on the other 
side. 
"God bless you, Sister!" The man grabbed 
Hazel's hand as she reached for the door. 
"How are you, Hazel?" Pastor Tate asked, 
patting her back as the visiting evangelist contin-
ued to pump her hand. 
"F..f .. . fine." Tate took Grace's hand and 
introduced her to the rotund man. Hazel jerked 
her hand loose, wringing it vigorously as she 
stepped into the dim auditorium. 
"God bless you." 
Smiles, nods. 
"God bless you." 
Cold hands. 
"Glad to see you." 
Hazel hurriedly walked to the back pew and 
sat down hard on its wooden seat. Helen Baxter 
glared at her from the front pew. Hazel smiled 
and waved. Helen lifted her chin and turned back 
to her Ladies' Auxiliary committee. 
Both preachers stepped behind the 
podium. Pastor Tate coughed into the microphone, 
introduced Reverend Lyle Swiffy of the Chican 
Ministries to the excited congregation, and shuffled 
off the platform. 
"That's right, brothers and sisters. I am 
Reverend Swiffy, Evangelist to the Lost and Friend 
of the Sinner, and I am gla-ad to be in the house 
of the Lord tonight with you fine people! Amen?" 
He tapped the microphone and cleared his throat. 
"It's good to be back in God's house. 
Amen? How many are glad, raise your hands. 
Mmm hmm. I tell you something, friends, if you're 
not excited about God, you might as well call the 
coroner because, friend, You 're Dead!" He 
slapped the Bible and adjusted his tie clip. 
"Praise God! He's good. Amen! Amen? 
And isn't it wonderful to know that God is in the 
house tonight, friends?" He motioned upward as 
his voice reverberated. 
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"Today," he paused and tapped his chest, 
"today, God sent me a message. Laid it on my 
heart to tell you, friend . I better obey God, Amen? 
The congregation agreed. 
"I came here tonight to preach Jesus. And 
I am here . . . to bring the good news, brothers 
and sisters. Here ... to spread the Gos-pul. 
Amen. Here .. . to see SINNERS ... WON to 
God. Amen." He paused, searched the audi-
ence. He brought his fist down on the podium. 
The water in his glass splashed on the floor. 
"I ask you tonight, friends, do you have 
Jesus?" He dug into his breast pocket. The silk, 
polka dot handkerchief absorbed his sweat as 
he swiped it across his face. "Do you have 
Jesus?" Hazel coughed loudly in the back. Swiffy 
leaned forward , his stomach bulging against the 
podium. The rustle of his starched white shirt 
filtered through the loud speakers. 
"SINNERS!" He pounded the Bible. "God 
is not well-pleased with you. The wages of sin is 
death and HELL is the reward of sinners." His 
eyes narrowed. "HELL, . .. fire and BRIMSTONE, 
. . . is not a laughing matter, friends. Hell is real. 
REAL! Where the worm dieth not and the flames 
burn eternal. That means forever. Never extin-
guished." The Ladies Auxil iary fanned them-
selves, nodding. "Amen" swelled up from the 
Elders' bench. 
Hazel bent over, rummaging through her 
purse. Her fingertips grazed a plastic wrapper. 
She pulled out the butterscotch and noisily 
unwrapped it. Still staring in her lap, she checked 
her watch, following the second hand around 
Mickey's face. She dug back in her purse and 
counted the linty change. 
"HELL!" 
Hazel started. 
" . . . is real , I tel l you . And God will throw 
you into that fiery pit.. .. Now, ... friends, I beg 
you .. .. SINNERS, hear the wor-duh and be con-
VICT-ed of your sin-zuh. Buh-leeve ... thuh 
wor-duh and be-ah Saved-uh." His fist jarred the 
podium. He shook his fleshy finger violently, lean-
ing across the podium. A ring, pregnant with dia-
monds, flew out into the aisle. 
"I'll get it!" The girl followed the rolling 
ring and caught it up in her fisted hand. "Here, 
Mama," she dropped it in the woman's lap. Swiffy 
stepped down, patted the little girl 's head and 
pushed the ring back onto his finger. 
"Aren't children precious?" he pointed to 
the girl. "Would that we were all like this little 
child ," he whispered . "And you know, that's all 
God wants. For us to be His children. Do you 
want to be a child of God? ... I ask you, friend, ... 
if you're here tonight and you want rid of sin and 
Satan, accept Jesus Christ as your personal 
savior, believe the wor-duh, it can deliver you into 
the arms of your Father .... Sinners," he paused, 
wagging his finger at the congregation, "have you 
believed the word? Are you convicted? Has 
Je-sus touched you?" ... 
"Do you want to be rid of the old man, put 
on the new in Christ Jesus? Do you? ... Come. 
Meet me at the altar. I'll talk to God with you and 
we'll ask him to make you as white as snow .... 
Come on, friend, won't you accept Jesus? This 
may be your last chance. Won't you come? 
Come," he motioned with his hand, stepping 
slowly off the platform. 
"Sinners, come to the altar. I'll pray with 
you while God works with your hear." Swiffy knelt 
at the bottom of the platform and rocked back and 
forth . "Let us bow our heads ... . While all heads 
are bowed and all eyes are closed, I want to ask 
you, are you God's child? Do you know Jesus? 
If you're sure you'd go to Heaven if you died right 
now, raise your hand .. .. Praise-ah God ... . If you 
didn't raise your hand because you're lost with-
out Jesus, NOW is the time to get right with the 
Lord .. .. " He sipped the lukewarm water, looking 
at the bowed heads as he swallowed. 
"Now's the time to accept Jesus as your 
personal savior .... If you want to accept Jesus, 
would you raise your hand? No one's looking. 
Just slip it up." Hazel looked out from under her 
hair. "All heads are bowed; all eyes are closed. 
Would there be one like that tonight?" He scanned 
the pews. "Say, 'preacher, I'm lost without God; I 
want to accept Jesus into my life.' Would you raise 
your hand? .. . Bless you , would there be 
another? ... Raise your hand .. .. Bless you , an-
other? ... God, ... you've seen these hands. I just 
pray that each one here tonight will come to know 
your son, Jesus, let him in their hearts. Amen 
and Amen." He picked up the glass, guzzling the 
water. He wiped his mouth and nodded to the 
piano player. 
"Let's sing 'Just as I Am' and anyone who 
wants to be saved come to the altar and I'll help 
you talk to God. Come on, come on, sinners. 
God's dealing with your hearts. He saw your 
hands. Did you mean it? You'd better let God's 
will take over." He picked up the Bible, slapping it 
hard on the podium. "Sinners, this may be your 
last chance. God knows your hearts. Come on." 
Three teenage boys pushed each other out of their 
pew and walked jerkily up the aisle. They knelt at 
the altar. Swiffy dropped to his knees, placing a 
bejeweled hand on their backs. The choir leader 
held out the last note. 
"God hears our prayers, friends." He held 
up a chubby hand. "Ask and ye shall receive. 
And these sinners have come asking, and praise 
God, three have been saved this night. Hallelu-
jah, praise-ah God." He whooped as he shook 
hands with the boys. "Let's sing 'Amazing Grace' 
and welcome our new brothers." The congrega-
tion stood as the choir leader directed the song. 
Swiffy turned to the boys, clutching them in his 
arms. "God loves you , brothers. I love you. 
Hallelujah, I feel good. Whooo. God is working 
a miracle here tonight," he raised his right arm 
and waved it back and forth . "Thank you , 
Je-sus. Whooo! Hallelujah." He bent over, 
raising both arms as he came up. "Thank you, 
Je-sus. Whoooo!" The song ended. The choir 
leader faced the audience. 
"Let's all shake hands," he spoke into the 
microphone and turned to shake hands with 
Swiffy, who quickly hurried down the aisle , 
pumping hands and patting backs. Hazel stood 
still . Swiffy quickly stopped beside her. Gripping 
her hand in his sweaty one, he raised his arm. 
Sweat radiated from his armpit. "God bless you, 
Sister." She arched her thick eyebrows. He 
glared at her. His chins quivered. 
"I'm pretty sure I'm an only child," Hazel 
murmured after he passed. 
The choir leader cleared his throat. 
"Everyone, turn to page eighty-seven in your 
hymnals and as we sing we'll ask our ushers to 
take up an offering for the Lord's work through 
the Chican Ministries." He stepped back from 
the microphone as Swiffy closed in. 
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"Open your hearts to God, friends; show 
Him you love Him and you'll be blessed." He 
rocked back and forth. "He touched me, oh, He 
touched me," he crooned as he paced the stage. 
The usher held the plate under Hazel's 
face. She stared straight ahead until the ushers 
placed their plates on the altar table. Swiffy 
bowed his head. 
"Dear Lord, we come to you in humble-
ness and meekness of spirit. Make this offering 
a blessing to our ministry. Bless those that gave. 
In Jesus' name, ... AMEN." 
Tate walked up the platform, moving 
aside for Swiffy. "We all here at Stark Baptist 
Church want to thank Brother Swiffy for coming, 
and to show our appreciation, the Ladies' 
Auxiliary has prepared a dinner over in the 
Fellowship Hall. So, let's all go over and enjoy 
the good food and good company. Shake hands 
with as many as you can before you leave." 
The noisy parishioners wove in and out 
of the church. Hazel pushed her body into the 
crowd and moved slowly along with them 
towards the exit. Standing on her tiptoes, she 
peered out over the heads. Swiffy stood talking 
animatedly to the Ladies' Auxiliary. She pushed 
harder towards the door and breathed deeply 
as she made it to the fresh air. Pastor Tate called 
out to her as she walked towards her car. 
"Just a second!" She jerked open the 
door and lifted the heavy box out of the back 
floorboard . She moved slowly forward, keeping 
the box up with quick knee punches on the 
bottom. 
"What's this? Can I help you lug it around, 
Hazel?" He took one side of the box as Hazel 
rested. 
"Can you make sure Ms. Grace gets 
these?" Hazel puffed. 
"Of course, I'll see to it. You eating?" He 
sat the box on the grass. 
"No, I've gotta run, but youns have fun." 
"Too bad, they're having chicken and ham 
and mashed taters, mmm, mmmm, good eatin'." 
He licked his lips. 
"Well, you go on and enjoy, Pastor Tate, I 
better get started back. You come see me, you 
hear? I'll make you some dumplings, alright?" 
"You know I can't turn down an offer like 
that." He scratched his hoary head. "Could you 
maybe fix some of them little barbequed hotdogs, 
too?" 
"You name it and I'll give it a try." 
"You're a good woman, Hazel. Why you're 
not settled down yet is beyond me. Why, some 
good-looking young fella's gonna snap you up." 
He smiled and bent to lift the box. 
"Oh, I'm waiting for a Prince," her eyes 
twinkled . 
"That's .. .. a prince, heh? I get it. Well, 
don't miss the forest for the trees my dear." 
"I won't, you better get in there or that 
Evangelist is liable to eat up all the chicken." 
"Okay, you take care." 
"I 'll see you Wednesday. Bye, bye." 
The sky was clear and the air was 
fragrant with the scent of honeysuckle and 
Sunday dinner. Hazel walked, looking up at the 
clear blue. She wobbled, stumbling as the heel 
of her shoe twisted in the gravel. 
"Not another pair!" She hobbled to her 
car and drove home with her shoes off. 
* * * * * 
Monday morning burst into Hazel's bed-
room as she fought the alarm clock. With the 
sun in her eyes, she dressed for work. She 
pulled open her closet doors and kicked at the 
ruined shoes piled in the corner. Bending down, 
she sifted through the heap of wearable shoes. 
"What in the world?" She inspected the 
shoe she'd twisted. A gold and diamond ring was 
securely impaled on the heel. Hazel laughed, 
holding the ring up to the light. She walked over 
to the window and grated the ring across the 
glass. Three cuts ran parallel. 
"If that don't beat all." 
* * * * * 
Hazel walked quickly along the hot side-
walk. She searched the rusted numbers of 
the old shops. 
"Eddy's Pawnshop and Auto Sales. Two 
fourteen." She leaned against the door. The 
bell sounded as she walked through. 
The man leaned across the soiled counter, 
smiling with half of his mouth as he puffed on his 
cigar. 
"What can I do you for?" 
"I have a ring." 
"All pretty ladies do." He patted the cigar 
over the ashtray. "Can I see?" He smiled. 
Hazel held out the ring in her cupped 
hand. 
"Let ol' Eddy have a look see," he squinted 
at the ring through his glass and scratched his 
fingernail across its side. "It's real , that's for sure." 
He turned it over. "No initials, that's good. I'd 
say roughly, uh, three grand." 
Hazel swallowed and reached for the ring. 
He held it. 
"Three's my final offer." 
"I'll have to think about it." Hazel quickly 
grabbed the ring from his sweaty palm, walking 
away from the counter. 
"Wait, I'll add five hundred and throw in 
new tires if you want to put it towards an 
almost brand-spanking new ride. I'll make you a 
good deal, pretty lady." 
Hazel pushed open the cloudy glass door 
and rushed out into the heated street. 
* * * * * 
Hazel sat on the couch, holding the ring 
in her open palm. She ran her hand through her 
hair, absently scratching her crown. She leaned for-
ward, then slid the phone book off the glass coffee 
table, and thumbed through the black and white 
pages. 
She jumped up and hurried to her desk. She 
sat down and pulled out a sheet of Lily-bordered 
stationery. She popped the cap off her pen and wrote 
'Eddy's' in capital letters with a circle around them. 
She chewed on her pen lid and held the phone to her 
ear. 
"Yes, ma'am. I would like the number for the 
Chican Ministries in Drapier. Yes." She scribbled on 
her notepad and hung up. Hazel stared at the ring in 
her hand and pressed the talk button. She dialed 
slowly, pressing the buttons down deep. 
"Hello? Hi, I'm looking for a Mr. Lyle Swiffy. 
Of course." She waited, tapping her fingers on her 
kneecap. "Yes, sir. Jamaica? All summer, huh? Well, 
okay. No, that's okay ... Oh! Can I have his office 
phone number, please? Um hum, thank you. Good-
bye." She hung up and trapped the numbers in 
spiraling circles. 
There was no natural light left and Hazel made 
no move toward the lamp. The street lamp came on, 
lighting the living room in horizontal lines. Hazel sat 
still in the shadows that ran across the room, staring 
at the two circled numbers scrawled across the 
paper. 
Shanda Miller 
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They were free for the picking -
Glistening orbs of deepest black 
Hanging full-ripe from 
Briars intertwined with wild grape and honeysuckle, 
And they called to me that Sunday 
When July hung like a soggy towel 
Over a steaming sink of dishes. 
I took my bucket to the jagged boundary 
Between yard and wilderness 
And reached into the knotted mass of vine and leaf 
Time and time again, 
Bending, pulling, muttering, 
Catching my purple-stained fingers 
On thorns relentless as angry jaybirds. 
The June bugs laughed, and the stinkbugs, 
And the granddaddy long legs too as I straightened 
My own stiff joints at last, and, pulling my sodden shirt 
From around my waist, 
Sped away to the air-conditioned kitchen, 
Booty in hand, 
To continue my summer ritual; 
And later, in the middle of a divinely rounded spoonful 
Of sweet, seedy cobbler and cream, 
I had the last laugh. 
Nancy Jane Earnest 
The warm evening sun signaled the end of 
the blistery day, but in the country, work doesn't 
end until the job is finished, even if the sun set hours 
ago. Some farmers work until midnight drudging 
in tobacco patches, cornfields, or alfalfa pastures, 
the headlights of their tractors pushing through the 
darkness in their rush to harvest crops before a 
rain or the first frost. Still , our small farm was little 
more than two fields: one planted with vegetables, 
the other with four steers, but both were held in 
place by a barbed wire fence. The growing sea-
son had reached its peak, if one could call it that, 
since the smothery, sweltering days had stunted 
many plants' growth. Yet, our garden had perse-
vered, and the potatoes were ready to harvest. So, 
we rushed to complete the task before dusk. 
As I pulled the hoe through each hill of 
potatoes, the dry, crumbly clay cascaded over the 
tops of my feet forming soft slippers around my 
toes. The handle felt like an old, wrinkled hand 
that had grown to fit my palm well through the years 
of use. Still , working in the dry, packed earth had 
worn blisters on my calloused fingers and caused 
beads of sweat to collect on my forehead and 
upper lip. Occasionally, as I bent over to pick up a 
potato, the salty drops ran through my eyebrows 
and made their way into the corners of my eyes. 
The cool liquid burned like seawater as I dreamed 
of walking along the ocean in the evening mist. The 
currents of my mind filled with images of those little 
nameless birds running along the edge of the surf, 
racing the waves while trying to keep their skinny 
legs dry like a cat drinks at the rim of a pond. 
Nevertheless, daydreaming doesn't get the job 
done, and I wiped the sweat from my brow with the 
sleeve of my shirt and continued to work, pushing 
those unnamed birds into the recesses of my mind's 
ocean. 
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The new potatoes rolled out of their clay 
hills wearing their thin , pale skin like premature 
babies. I could almost hear their newborn gasps 
of air and indignant screams as I lifted them from 
their mother. Still , they had grown all they would 
grow, since their vines had long since dried up 
and fallen to the ground. The cloud of dust I had 
created by stirring in the dry earth lingered in the 
surrounding air and rested on my face and in my 
mouth. The minute particles gritted on my teeth 
as I winced at the pain of the hoe handle chafing 
the blisters deeper into my palm. The repetitive 
motion of casting the hoe into the mound of dirt, 
pulling thoroughly through the soil , and bending 
to pick up the potatoes in the suffocating heat was 
almost mesmerizing and sent my mind wander-
ing off to more pressing thoughts. 
I remember when my family planted those 
potatoes; it was two days before we took my 
father to the hospital. He had been so mentally 
and physically ill because of pancreatic cancer, 
but he had insisted on helping us slice the seed 
potatoes into wedges to plant. Daddy felt so 
important as he instructed us on where to cut and 
how many sprouts to leave on each piece. Then , 
sitting in his rocking chair, too tired to lumber back 
and forth from one row to the next, he watched us 
drop each slice into the furrows and delicately 
cover their sprouts with earth . I remember him 
remarking how nice potato soup would taste on 
cold winter days, but I never imagined he might 
not be with us to share such a treat. We were 
giving life to our garden , yet Daddy's life was 
ending. 
He didn 't last two weeks from that day, 
even though he had fought pancreatic cancer so 
arduously. His once strong, healthy body, condi-
tioned from years of farm work and factory labor, 
was reduced to a thin , yellow shell. The doctor 
said that bile was leaking into his blood stream, 
causing Daddy's skin to turn as yellow as dried 
wheat shafts . His mind wandered aimlessly, 
confused with his new appearance, searching for 
his rounded stomach and muscular arms. The 
cancer chiseled away at his entire body, sculpting 
an unfamiliar portrait, necessitating a new life-style, 
drinking the very life from my father's veins, and 
eventually leaving him lifeless. 
I never expected God to take my father 
from me, but we only lease this life, and when God 
says our time is up, it's up. We have no control 
from one day to the next, but it is very discourag-
ing that some are tormented so long before death. 
For the longest time I felt that God was unrightfully 
punishing my father the same way Job's faith was 
tested in the Bible . Daddy didn't deserve the 
suffering he had to endure , yet the pain never 
ceased. Though I pleaded with God and cursed 
Him for not answering my prayers, my father never 
questioned or complained for being stricken with 
cancer, just as Job never asked God why he was 
being tried . Daddy quietly received his diagnosis, 
and eventually accepted the fact that he would 
die, and the world and his family would have to 
live on without him. 
Life can be so miraculous and tragic as 
each day we die a little more. One life begins as 
another draws to its close. The circle of existence 
baffles me, and I admit I don't understand the 
progression from childhood to death. We live each 
day getting closer to our ends, yet as children we 
can 't wait to be older. Then , heavy with years and 
the baggage of life-careers, responsibilities , and 
the like-we dream of our childhood days , 
gawking at how quickly they passed by. 
I used to wonder what it would be like when 
he was gone from this world . As a kid, I convinced 
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myself that our family would all die at the same 
time, but things just don't turn out the way we hope 
they will when we're little. Sometimes I think this 
whole, horrible incident is just a dream, and I am 
still that little girl who tricks herself in believing her 
family is immune to death. The sad truth is that I 
expected some miracle, some divine intervention, 
up to the minute he passed away, and even 
today, I have trouble realizing he is gone. Never-
theless, at times when I least expect it, the dead-
ening truth lights upon me and sucks the blood 
from my face. Then, finally grasping the fact that 
I will never be able to talk with him again, I break 
into a thousand, inconsolable pieces like a human 
mosaic crumbled on the floor. All of my family is 
in denial; we talk about him as if he has just left 
for work. It breaks my heart to hear Rachel, my 
youngest sister, inform a telemarketer that our 
father isn't home; I think she hates to embarrass 
the unknowing caller more than fooling herself into 
believing Daddy is alive. 
Still, it's hard to believe today is just 
another day. Each consecutive day since it hap-
pened, and six months have passed, have just 
been days. Still, my mind continually returns to 
that one day, that single moment that has made 
all the difference. 
The cancer had eaten Daddy's soul free 
from his diseased body, and we watched the 
peacefulness of his departure. The endless battle 
was finally over, and he had won. The cutting pain 
was forever muted, the IV bruises disappeared, 
the poison chemo was never again forced into his 
veins, and all his questions were answered. There 
is some sweet finality in death; at times it seems 
to almost be a liberation of sorts that is blissful to 
embrace and sweet to relish. Still, without realiz-
ing it, we touch death every day, but it never 
touches us back; simply driving to work in the 
morning can be a brush with death's careful slate. 
We are so irreverent to its presence. It seems as 
if it sneaks upon one, even if its unwavering, ebony • 
claws are expected to clasp someone up from this • 
life at any moment. 
Our mom and we three daughters huddled 
by Daddy's bed. The nurse told us it wouldn't be 
long and perhaps we should let Daddy know it was 
okay for him to leave us. So, bravely, Amanda 
whispered, "Daddy, you go on now, but wait for 
us. You go be with your parents and your sisters. 
We'll be ok as long as you are watching over us, 
like you told us you would be." 
"You won't have to hurt anymore, and you 
can finally rest," I sobbed. 
• 
• 
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We all held to his hands as his breathing 
slowed. His intermittent gasps became more stag-
gered. Then, as peaceful as ever, he breathed in 
his final bit of air from this world, never to take in 
this polluted, life-giving, beautiful air again. I kept 
waiting for one more breath, just one more breath 
and just a few more seconds I could spend with 
my father. As he exhaled his soul, the child-like 
yearnings took hold in me, and I clasped the locket 
around my neck that my father had bought me 
last Christmas. The whimsy in me hoped I had 
caught a tiny bit of his soul as it rushed from the 
room towards the light of Heaven above, soaring 
into the streams of light falling around the bed. 
Still, death is something we all face; Daddy used 
to say, "The only thing you've got to do is die," and 
he had accomplished it as gracefully as an angel. 
Now I realize, life and death stand beside 
us like friends. One we meet each morning, some 
gratefully, some hesitant and with dread. The other 
one hovers as a grim reminder of what will surely 
come in due time without recognition of age, sex, 
race, or family life. When Daddy was diagnosed 
with cancer, I kept asking God why it had to be my 
father. He was such an honest, loving, solemn 
man. My anger built when He gave me no expla-
nations, and I wondered why the cancer didn't 
leave Daddy's body to rest in the body of an alco-
holic or a child abuser. Eventually, I gave up the 
questions and anger for pleading. Perhaps I could 
bargain with God to allow him to keep his life. My 
argument was that Daddy hadn't walked any of 
his daughters down the aisle yet, he hadn't got to 
spoil his first grandchild, and he couldn't celebrate 
his twenty-fifth wedding anniversary with our 
mother. My begging was futile, but maybe he 
hasn't left our family. 
He did say he would watch over us and 
take care of us. I think of him more now than I did 
when he was alive. His silly little sayings or memo-
ries we shared, they are forever chiseled in my 
mind like the words of a song. His presence sur-
rounds our family, and we daughters carry a piece 
of his immortality in us to pass on to our children. 
"Get back to work will you," Rachel scolded 
me for letting my mind wander. 
Casually I replied , "Sorry, I was just 
thinking." 
"About what," Amanda demanded. 
"The last time we dug potatoes," I mused. 
"Daddy had gotten out of the hospital," 
Rachel added, "And was getting better." 
"We thought the cancer was completely 
gone and had celebrated with ice cream," I said. 
"Yeah, we fixed Daddy the biggest bowl of 
ice cream I have ever seen , complete with 
bananas, nuts, chocolate syrup, and the whole 
works," Rachel pointed out. 
"And he ate every bit of it," Amanda added 
as we giggled. 
"I thought everything was over. I thought 
we had beat it and everything would go back to 
normal. Now there is no normal," I conceded. 
"You girls are doin' a lot of laughing over 
there. Are potatoes that funny?" Mom asked, 
knowing we were heading down a tearful path we 
had all traveled too much lately. 
I raised my head up to look at the sky - as 
blue as ever with some stars already peaking 
through the atmosphere. I felt so lonely and empty. 
I had been waiting· for inspiration to write for 
months, but it never came. It was vanity, I sup-
pose, that once made me believe that death could 
stir me so that I would compose such beautiful 
words that eager readers would snatch up my 
works like crows in a corn field. Was I ever wrong? 
I do love to write, but I just can't find the words 
anymore. I want to be able to paint myself on a 
page and show the world that I am not some plain, 
plump, country girl. I want them to know the beauty 
I carry inside and fall in love with me. No one has 
ever listened to what I have had to say, or ever 
cared for that matter, except for Daddy, and we 
had some sort of silent connection between us. 
He understood me like no one else did. I remem-
ber once, a few nights before he died, I had sat up 
with him when he was in too much pain to sleep. I 
kept asking him if he was going to be ok and if he 
was going to beat the cancer. He told me he was 
"going to fine when the pain was under control." 
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Daddy realized the end of his pain meant death, 
but I believed it meant more medication to sustain 
his life. He had delicately worded his reply so he 
wouldn't crush my tender soul. I miss him so much. 
Without Daddy I feel like the world is eat-
ing away at my heart. He is no longer here to 
protect me from this cruel life. Everything around 
me is full of tension and negativity. I can't escape 
this anger. I try to distance myself from this world's 
surging hate, but it consumes my mind. Daddy 
never had an unkind word to say about anyone; 
now I am left without my father and too many harsh 
words. Something has to give; I can't go on strug-
gling in this life every day. My mind is worn thin, 
and I'm on the verge of breaking at times. I am so 
angry on the inside for God having taken my 
father, and my surroundings facilitate this loath-
ing. I feel like I am caught in a riptide that keeps 
pulling me further and further from the peaceful 
shore, and I have all but given up on survival. The 
palm trees gently wave good-bye to me as I am 
wrenched to and fro, on from one great wave to 
the next, until the watery arms pull me beneath 
the surge. I have said my final prayers, and, as I 
am slowly sinking to the bottom, I look above at 
the light as it gently fades into darkness. 
"I sure am glad we're finished, aren't you, 
Jessica?" Amanda asked as she elbowed me. 
"Uh, yeah," I replied, snapping out of my 
trance. Glancing up at the sky above, I remarked, 
"Look how bright that moon is tonight. Why it's 
almost like daylight." 
"You want a drink out of the water hose?" 
Rachel asked as she washed the dust off of her 
legs. 
"That sure does sound good," I replied, 
as I swooshed the clay particles around in my 
mouth. 
"Does it sound this good?" Rachel 
squealed, as she turned the nozzle of the hose 
wide open on my legs. 
The cold water beat against my legs and 
melted the dried dirt off my feet. Still, the freez-
ing stream burned like nails piercing my skin. I 
ran through the yard trying to escape her reach. 
"Girls, please quit acting like six-year-
olds. You're grown women, you don't need to 
be ranting and raving in the yard like drunk 
rednecks," our mother lamented. 
"Shucks Mama, we're just trying to have 
a little fun before we're too old to chase each 
other with the water hose," Rachel pleaded. 
"I wish I was six years old again," I said 
as I lay down in the grass. In the cherry tree 
above, birds called to their lovers to come home 
and rest their voices before they rejoined God's 
choir in the morning. The crickets kept right on 
chirping, bachelors searching for a mate. Some-
where far off, a freight train rumbled down the 
track, like waves marching to shore in a hurri-
cane. My world - fields and farmlands trapped 
between mountains - darkened except for God's 
starlight above and man's pole light below, and 
the world settled into a peace, like the gentle 
sway of an empty rocking chair as it goes from 
a constant shake to a satisfied stop . 
I found myself slipping back in my mind 
to those fanciful days when I carried my ideas 
about life and the future close to my heart like a 
worn-out rag doll. Six years old again and all of 
my present troubles escaped my mind. No longer 
did I worry about getting my schoolwork finished, 
understanding all that had happened, and coping 
with the loss of my father. I receded into that 
darkness again, tottering on the edge of sleep and 
imagination; then again, these days I can't even 
tell the difference between dreams and reality. 
Reality is more of a dream to me than these silly 
glimmerings my mind dives into. I lay there 
staring up at those stars trying to connect and 
disconnect my life from the truth of existence, not 
knowing what was ahead, always looking behind , 
and entangled in the present, but I came to the 
conclusion that everything was okay. I don't have 
all the answers in this life right now, yet I'll find 
them out eventually. With God's grace I'll grow 
from a tender seedling into a ripened fruit of 
knowledge. The furrowed-field of this life lay 
around me like the dead potato patch, planted in 
the spring, blessed in the summer, and harvested 
in the fall. Perhaps some wither and die along the 
way, but I am still here for now, and I will grow just 
as long as I can, glorifying those that have gone 
on before me. 
Jessica Brice 
trees let go -
a little here and a little there; 
strip down bare 
to roots and trunk. 
uttering leaves, 
carouseling witness, 
unburdening the jugglery 
of seasons and time, 
full of the knowing 
that to cling is to die. 
Pam Tabor 
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She put on her coat, the thick brown one Charlie 
had bought her for Christmas three years before, and 
opened the door to the living room. It was by no means 
fancy, just a cheap brown coat that hung down to her 
knees. The tattered cloth was stained from wear through-
out the years, but most of the stains had come from the 
last 2 weeks. Splashes of grease had speckled the coat 
on the outside, and constant wear had given the inside 
the stink of dried sweat. She had worn it constantly since 
June 9th taking it off only to sleep. On occasion she had 
taken it off to use the bathroom. There were no air con-
ditioning vents in the bathroom, so it stayed moderately 
warm compared to the rest of the house. 
It was June 24th now and she had almost gotten 
used to the cold. She turned on the hot water in the sink 
and plugged the drain with the same tiny rubber mat 
that she had used for the last five years. She squirted a 
stream of generic dish washing liquid into the puddle of 
water that was swirling at the bottom, and a squadron of 
tiny bubbles formed on the surface within seconds. 
After the sink was half full she lowered the dish, fork, 
and glass into the steaming hot water. When they had 
first gotten married she would have screamed in pain at 
the touch of water that hot, but twenty years of marriage 
brought twenty years of dishes, and after a few years 
she got used to it. Charlie was fond of steak ( even though 
they couldn't afford it) and it is hard to clean grease off 
of dishes with lukewarm water, dang near impossible. 
She turned the water off and walked over to the 
couch. The dishes could soak a little and she would 
catch up on the news. She didn't have half as much 
housework as she had two weeks ago. Half the resi-
dents meant half the mess, and for that she was a little 
thankful. 
She looked over in the recliner where Charlie was 
sitting. He liked to have the remote on the arm of the 
chair where he could get to it quickly. It never even 
occurred to her that Charlie was not going to use the 
remote, instead she walked over to the TV and 
turned it on manually. She had never used the 
remote, even when Charlie was not home. She 
was a little afraid that she would forget to put it 
back and he would get mad. It may sound like 
small change, but Charlie got upset over the 
oddest little things. 
She had once moved his wallet off of the 
bureau and onto the dresser while he was 
sleeping, so she could dust. She had intended to 
put it back but the phone had rung. It had been 
Janice, asking if her and Charlie, were going to 
be able to make it to the Wilkins party that night. 
She had told her she doubted it because Charlie 
was not feeling well. Janice had whined about 
how they never got to spend much time together 
anymore and how she wished they could. It did 
not change the fact that Charlie would not have 
wanted to go. She had hung up with Janice about 
the time that Charlie was waking up. By this time 
the wallet had slipped her mind, she was starting 
to get forgetful nowadays. He had used the 
bathroom, like he did every morning, and started 
putting on his trousers and boots. Before she even 
knew what was happening Charlie had busted out 
of the bedroom and back-handed her into the 
refrigerator, knocking several little fruit shaped 
magnets to the floor. 
"You dumb bitch!" he had screamed, "What 
the hell sort of idiot do you think I am? Did you 
think I was too dumb to notice?" She coiled back 
to the corner where the sink met the wall, and sank 
down a little. Her hands were held tensely in front 
of her waist to protect her stomach (a defense 
mechanism she had developed after the miscar-
riage), and a trickle of blood ran down her top lip 
and into the corner of her mouth leaving a slight 
taste of salt and iron. "How much did you take? 
What the hell were you going to do with it? You 
gonna use it on a cheap motel for one of your 
boyfriends, is that it?" 
"No Charlie, honest." By this time she had 
sank almost all the way to the floor, her knees 
pulled up to her small breasts. "I was just clean-
ing and .. ... " She was cut short when Charlie's 
size eleven work boot sank into her hip. She had 
limped for months because of that blow, and 
because of it dropped out of the church bingo 
group. People would understand a small scratch 
on the nose, or even the occasional bruise on the 
cheek. Those could be explained away with "a 
can of green beans fell out of the cabinet" or "I 
nicked myself with a kitchen knife." When your 
hip hurts so bad you cannot walk, that's a differ-
ent story. It was a small apartment and it would 
be hard to accidentally hurt yourself that bad in 
such a place, so she stopped going to bingo. 
"I will not put up with your garbage, you 
know that." He had finally lowered his voice a 
little bit, that meant it was almost over. The most 
would be one more small kick, probably to the 
ankle or calf, he got tired easily since he had put 
on the weight. He looked down at her and sighed. 
"If you ever touch it again ... . " He was pointing at 
her face. He didn't finish his sentence but he didn't 
have to, she had heard it before, about other 
things, when the electric bill was too high, when 
she came home late because the car had had a 
flat, when the button of his favorite shirt had been 
pulled off in the dryer. The rest of the sentence 
was " ... I will kill you." He didn't say it that day, but 
he had said it plenty of times before. 
She knew that Charlie was under a lot of 
stress lately, and that he was only taking it out on 
her because he worked so hard and couldn't 
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express his anger at work. He had worked at the 
same factory for fifteen years and had never been 
promoted, and setbacks like that can be stressful 
to a man. He wasn't a bad man, he was actually 
sweet, and loving, and caring , he just had a lot on 
him, that was all. 
So she never touched the remote. Not 
even now, while Charlie lay dead in the tattered 
ten year old recliner. She turned the TV on by 
hand, not out of respect for Charlie, and not even 
because she was still scared he would hit her for 
it. She just did it because that was the way she 
had always done it. 
She sat back on the couch with one leg 
pulled up under her, and watched the latest con-
troversies on CNN . The senate was arguing over 
some sort of bill , and it had something to do with 
majority leaders or something. She really never 
paid much attention to politics. She rooted for the 
president she wanted to win , but she never voted . 
She would watch the debates but the questions 
and answers seemed boring and tiresome to her. 
What she really enjoyed was the serious news. 
Earthquake in Asia , tornado on Oklahoma, bank 
robber captured in Chicago. She liked hearing 
about these things, things that people should be 
worried about, not silly political mumbo jumbo. 
She watched the political section and 
waited patiently for the serious news to come on. 
Every once and a while she would glance over at 
Charlie, still sitting in his recliner. His head was 
tilted back and laid over to the right. His eyes 
were closed but she thought he looked like he was 
staring at the ceiling. His hands were resting on 
his protruding round belly, just below the jelly spot 
on his old fishing t-shirt. She looked over at him 
unconsciously. She would tell herself that she was 
not looking at him for any particular reason , just 
looking, but deep down she was doing it now for 
the same reasons she had done it two weeks ago, 
to make sure. 
He had been fishing that day. He had gone • 
alone, because he didn't really have many friends. 
He had a few guys he would go out with after work 
sometimes but they mostly just let him hang out 
with them so they could make fun of him. She 
didn 't know this , but she did understand that 
Charlie did not have any really close friends. She 
would use this as another example (to herself) of 
why Charlie was under so much pressure. He 
was a complex guy, no one really understood him. 
He had come back from fishing at about 
7:00 and was well on his way to piss drunk. He 
had plopped down in his chair, arousing ten years 
of dust and beer farts , and turned on ESPN . 
Charlie liked football a lot. He also liked car rac-
ing and hockey, but not basketball. He called it a 
faggot's game. Sometimes he would watch some 
old reruns of sitcoms, and on occasion whatever 
soft porn he could find on the one channel of 
movies the cable company had. She would sit 
with him and watch the huge men knock each other 
down, or the cars run around the track, but she 
would usually busy herself in the kitchen if he put 
it on the "dirty channel", as she called it. Depend-
ing on the amount of alcohol in him, he would 
occasionally call out to the kitchen , "Hey hon , why 
can't you have tits like these?" It used to hurt her 
feelings a little but she realized that when it came 
right down to sex, Charlie tended to be satisfied 
with what she had to offer. 
She had cooked him dinner at about 6:00 
but he had been late so it was a little cold. She 
heated it up for him, and he ate like a starved dog. 
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She washed dishes while he finished the six pack 
he had made a significant dent in on his little fish-
ing boat. By the time she had finished dinner and 
cleaned up the kitchen he was already starting 
his second six pack. He drank from the long necks 
with a greed that years of conditioning had 
desensitized her to, and by the time he was on 
number nine, he was good and lit. She always 
hoped he would just pass out on the chair before 
he would get a chance to start on her, and some-
times he did . That had not been one of those 
sometimes. "What the hell happened to you any-
way?" he asked. 
She tried to be as calm and soothing as 
possible, maybe it would work this time. "What 
do you mean, dear?" She asked. 
"You. " He said "You used to look pretty 
good. I remember when you were an attractive 
woman. In high school I used to always look at 
your butt when you'd walk down the halls, all peppy 
and stuck out like two puppies under a blanket. 
What happened to you?" 
She knew it was useless but she tried to 
keep the conversation calm. "I guess I just got old 
Charlie. " She said , as softly as she could. She 
tried not to look him in the face too much. She 
didn't want him to see that she was scared. 
"Well I'm as old as you are ." He said 
angrily. "And I don't look like hell in a bucket like 
you do." Honestly he looked far worse than she 
would ever think about being, but she had not 
noticed that much, it had happened gradually. A 
few extra pounds here, a few extra pounds there. 
A few less hairs here, a few less hairs there, and 
after twenty years he had turned into a disgusting 
heap of worthlessness. She started to say no, 
that he didn't but before the first word was even 
out of her mouth she was struck in the shoulder 
with an empty beer bottle. It had hurt so bad , and 
she let out a scream that died down almost imme-
diately. She knew that Charlie would just get 
angrier if she screamed. Instead he started laugh-
ing . She almost wished he would have been 
angry, the laughter hurt more than his fists did. 
He bellowed out loud hearty gut laughs while she 
rubbed her aching shoulder and tears of pain , 
anger, and sadness rolled down her cheek. His 
laugh continued for quite a while but after a few 
seconds she ran to her bedroom. He continued 
to laugh for quite some time but eventually it died 
out. She lay on the bed crying , mostly because of 
how Charlie had laughed at her. She loved him 
more than anything else in the world and to know 
that he had that little of respect for her tore her 
apart. She turned off the light and curled up in 
bed . She was naked, but she didn't always sleep 
that way. Just on Saturdays and when Charlie 
would go fishing. She would probably fall asleep 
soon but Charlie would be up till at least one a.m. 
When he did come to bed he would be ready to 
have sex, whether she was awake or not. She 
had awakened before with Charlie's drunk and 
stinking body lunging and thrusting on top of her 
(and not accomplishing much), she just made it 
easier this way. She didn't have to hurry and get 
undressed in a sleepy stupor, for Charlie to get 
his three minutes worth of love out. She could 
just go back to sleep as soon as he was done. 
She was asleep within seconds, and she 
slept well. She was never awakened in the middle 
of the night by a sweaty drunk looking to "end the 
night right. " When she woke up Charlie was not 
there. She wasn't too surprised , he had slept many 
drunk nights on the couch . She had rolled out of 
bed rubbing the bruise on her shoulder, and had 
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taken a quick shower. She went into the kitchen 
and started a pot of coffee. In a way she had hoped 
Charlie would have made it to bed the night 
before. He was always in a little bit of a better 
mood the next morning if he had sex the night 
before. He would just feel achy and nasty now. 
She drank a cup of coffee and sat down 
on the couch. When Charlie had not even moved 
by noon she began to get a little concerned. She 
didn't try to wake him though, he was always 
grumpy if you woke him up. By two she had 
progressed passed "concerned" and all the way 
to "scared to death." She finally decided that a 
punch would be better than having to worry, so 
she gently shook his arm. He didn't wake. She 
kept trying, and eventually turned into a violent 
shaking of his whole upper body. 
She cried for hours in her room, but she 
never called the cops or ambulance. After the first 
day passed she realized that there would be too 
many questions about why she hadn't called 
earlier. One thing led to another and before she 
knew it two weeks had passed. 
She stayed in her room a lot for the first 
day or so, but after that things just sort of settled 
into a routine. She would get up at around the 
same time she had before Charlie had died. She 
would make coffee, but only half of what she used 
to make. She would watch TV and clean house. 
Sometimes she would go out and get some 
groceries, but lately the money was getting low. 
She just fell into a slightly different routine than 
the one she had been in for the last twenty years. 
She had turned the air conditioner all the 
way down to keep the room cold so Charlie 
wouldn't stink. He was starting to smell anyway, 
but she had lived with it for two weeks, so she had 
hardly noticed. 
She looked over at him again, about 
fifteen minutes into the serious news. He was still 
lying like she had placed him. It was as close as 
she could get to the original position he was in 
when she woke up that morning. She stood up 
and went over to the thermostat. It was all the 
way to the bottom. She had taped cardboard and 
plastic bags over the vent in the bedroom to keep 
it warmer. It still seeped in a little but not enough 
to bother her, considering it was June. 
She walked to the sink and finished the 
dishes. They had soaked enough. She looked 
over at Charlie, still in the same pose. 
She wasn't a naive person, she understood 
he was dead. But it was just that little twinkle of 
doubt that lingered deep in her that made her 
insist on checking anyway. Like when you walk to 
the bathroom late at night without turning on any 
lights. You know there are no monsters but you 
have to take a quick glance around anyway. 
She also wasn't so na·ive to believe that 
what she was doing was normal. She understood 
how it would look to the rest of the world. She had 
read about serial killers who had done things like 
this. It wasn't like she thought he was still alive, 
or that she could keep him forever. 
Mostly she just didn't want to be alone. 
Charlie had been her only friend the past few years 
and she just hadn't been ready to let him go. She 
loved Charlie very much. He was a good, strong 
man who provided for her. She never went 
hungry and she never had to sleep on a street 
corner; they weren't rich, but he had provided for 
her. She loved Charlie, and she just hadn't been 
ready to lose him. 
She filled the coffee maker up with water 
and pulled the bag of coffee out from behind the 
toaster. Then she remembered , they were out of 
coffee filters . 
She walked to the bathroom and straight-
ened up her face in the mirror. She was only 40 
but she was looking old for her age. Her face 
sagged on her skull , like it wanted to slide off, and 
she had bags under her eyes. She didn't notice it 
herself, but in actuality, the bags under her eyes 
were getting looser and the more frequent smile 
was making her skin look less saggy. "God I'm so 
hideous," she said out loud to herself. 
She turned and walked through the living 
room. She took her coat off and hung it up on the 
coat hanger beside the door. "Be back in a minute, 
Charlie," she said to Charlie, knowing that he 
couldn 't hear her. She said it mostly out of habit, 
but he had not paid much attention when she 
would say it while he was alive either. She opened 
the door and stepped out of the frigid house and 
into the sunlight. 
Gregory Marlow 
A friend of mine once told me, "Do you 
know the best thing about cigarettes? You can't cry while 
you're smoking." My friend explained something about 
nicotine suffocating the brain's emotional synapses, or 
something. The way she explained, it sounded reason-
able. But it's not true. 
I was smoking a cigarette when my sister called 
me. From her hospital bed, my sister called me to say 
that she'd had her baby. The baby was fine. My sister 
was fine, tired, proud, and happy. And after I'd said con-
gratulations and everything about a hundred times, we 
hung up our phones. 
I went outside. It was raining a little. I chain-
smoked half a pack of cigarettes, and I still couldn't stop 
crying. See, I never got to call anyone. I never got to say, 
tired , proud, and happy, 'The baby's fine." 
My sister named her baby "Genesis," a start, a 
birth, a beginning. 
I was named after my Uncle Carey, my mother's 
only brother, my mother's baby brother. He is dead now. 
Uncle Carey was an alcoholic. One night, after he had 
puked and passed out, he drowned in the puddle of his 
own vomit. He was 26. 
That was the night my mother found God. My 
mother went outside, lifted her face toward the sky, and 
cried, "Where is my brother?" 
And God answered, "He is with us." 
But when I lift my face and cry out, no god ever 
answers. 
Carie Dutro 






